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OVERACHIEVEMENT IN THE UNDERGROUND ECONOMY:
THE LIFE STORY OF A PUERTO RICAN STICK-UP ARTIST IN EAST HARLEM

Philippe Bourgois, San Francisco State University

ABSTRACT

The Iite story of an employment counselor in East Harlem debunks the immigranl American dream of
upward mobility. individual achievement, and material opportunity. Based on several years of participant-
observation conversations, this article traces in streetlanguage the life cycle of a charismaticworkaholic individual
through graffiti writing. gang banging, schooi (non) attendance. adolescent violence, parental discipline.
substance abuse, amrmed robbery, gratuitous murder, drug dealing, incarceration. and legal employment. itreveals
the contradictions of individual agency and achievement in the context of structurai marginalization in the
underground economy and street culture. The opportunity structure available to second generation inner-city youth
inthe United States ofien channels overachievers into destructive behavior

INTRODUCTION

“If | could be standing here in front of you
today, any one of you can make it out there.
You just gotta set your mind to it.” Waving his
arms at the chipping paint on the cinderblocks
and the exposed pipes criss-crossing the ceil-
ing of his cramped basement classroom, Tito
Ortega, a trainer at a motivational achieve-
ment employment organization, is a charis-
matic survivor from East Harlem's streets. He
desperately believes the dream of individual-
istic achievement that is promoted by the low-
budget non-profit job training program where
he had been working for over a year since his
release from 10 yearsin prison at the time | met
him in the early 1990s. Crammed into the
basement of the primarily Puerto Rican hous-
ing project where he grew up, Tito and his
colleagues treat their work as would mission-
aries. The fundamental philosophy of these
kinds of motivational job training programs is
that “...these people have an altitude prob-
lem.” Through a boot camp approach, they rip
apart the already fragile self-esteem of their
unemployed—often depressed and anxious—
clients, in order to reconstruct them with an
epiphenalrealizationthatthey wanttofind jobs
as security guards, messengers, and data
input clerks in just-above-minimum-wage ser-
vice sector positions.

Of course Tito is not telling the truth. He
is not a realistic role model. He is not a run-of-
the-mill survivor from violent inner-city streets.
Most people in his classroom will not “make it
in New York City's legal labor market no matter
how much they want to, or how good their atti-
tude is. Most of his students are second- or
third- generation descendants of African Ameri-
can and Puerto Rican rura! immigrants who
now find themselves excluded fromthe precar-
ious working class niches formerly occupied
by their parents. In fact. Tito himself was just

barely holding on to his own tenuous grasp on
legal employment, despite the fact that he has
always been an overachieving workaholic.
The global restructuring of New York City's
service- and finance-bpased economy is no
longer offering the working poor the hope of
stable, unionized factory employment (Rodri-
guez 1989; Wacquant 1995; Wilson 1996).
Those production jobs have disappeared over-
seas where labor is cheaper. As second gen-
eration American-born youths, Tito's clients
are not exploitable enough to be able to com-
pete with the new rural immigrants from Asia,
Latin America, and Africa—many of whom are
undocumented—who are increasingly filling
the lowest wage service-sector positions of
New York's restructured labor markel (Sassen-
Koob 1686).

| met Tito when we were both 31 years-
old. | iived across the street from his housing
project for almost 5 years in the late 1980s and
early 1990s where | was conducting partici-
pant-observation among a network of street
dealers atthe height of the crack epidemic. We
tape-recorded our conversations. which | pre-
sent here in edited, contextualized form, nol
because Tito's life history is typical of inner-
city youth. but on the contrary, because his re-
markable exceptionalism as an over-achiever
reveals the extraordinary structural constraints
thatdestroy the lives of smart, energetic Puerto
Rican men in El Barrio, New York. Method-
ologically, my relationship with Tito is that of a
participant-observer with along-term personal
(as close to organic as possible) relationship
{o his community and social network. | did not
use a formal interview protocol: on the con-
trary, | purposefully engaged in the anthropo-
logical technique of initiating open-ended con-
versations in a relaxed. friendly setting. This
enabled his life story to emerge more organi-
cally from our everyday interactions rather
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than from a more selfconsciously manipula-
tive and power-ridden presentation of self
(Bourgois 1995). The life story presented in
this story, consequently, is actually an edited
combination of over a half-dozen conversa-
tions spanning a two-year time frame.

Through Tito's life story, the central
contradictions of U.S. ideology, which legiti-
mizes poverty and inequality through a psy-
chologically reductionist, blame-the-victim
bias, become apparent (MacLeod 1995).
Throughout his youth, the more Tito tried to
seize control of his life and grab a piece of the
American Pie, the more he was drawn into self-
destruction and community havoc. On adeeper
theoretical level, Tito's life story allows us to
explore the problematic relationship between
structure and agency (Giddens 1984), be-
cause the conditions of extreme oppression
shaping his life articulate with his exceptional
charisma, to demonstrate the unintended con-
sequences of individual achievement. Popular
culture inthe United States, withits overarching
emphasis onindividual achievement, is clearly
refracted in how Tito excelled in street culture
society and its thriving criminal economy.

A brilliant, articulate man, Tito has never
been a passive victim of the structures of eco-
nomic exploitation and racial oppression that
shape daily life in the U.S. inner city. On the
contrary, he has always been an active victim
and an effective victimizer. Buildingon Merton's
(1994) concept of social structure and anomie
(Cloward, Ohlin 1960) and more recent devel-
opments in cultural reproduction theory at the
interfaces of anthropology, education, and
gender studies (Foley 1990; Fordham 1996;
MaclLeod 1995; Messerschmidt 1993; Willis
1981) t wanttoillustrate the dynamics whereby
Tito's exceptional agency propelled himinto a
nightmare of destruction. Precisely because
he was ambitious, worked hard, persevered,
and excelled at everything he did during his
youth, Tito became an agent of violence,
crime, substance abuse, personal suffering,
and community destruction. He pursued ag-
gressively and faithfully a dominant script for
becoming asuccessfulmale. Following Merton,
it is the internalization of the American Dream
under structural conditions of adversity in the
inner city which spawns a thriving under-
ground economy administered through every-
day violence.

GANG LIFE
Predictably. in the early 1970s Tito
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immersed himself with all his energy into New
York City's gang life in early adolescence. His
peer group and his opportunities for emotional
and material reward were rooted in the uni-
verse of street gangs that controlled public
youth spacein his neighborhood (Moore, Vigil,
Levy 1995; Sanchez-Jancowski 1991; Taylor
1990; Vigil 1988). He began, harmlessly
enough, with the all-too-human search for
public recognition within his immediate com-
munity:

My whole experience with fuckingup onthe
streets started when | started defacing the sub-
ways as an adolescent: hangin’ out late; writin’
on subways.

My tag was JT 115—you know. Everybody
knewme by mytagname. And | feltgood about
that. And everybody said, “Oh shit, that's JT"
[pointing atan imaginary subway traingoing by).

| started getting a little older and that's when
| started noticing about a tendency within me—
youknow. Because instead of buying amagic
marker—you understan’whatl'msayin'— would
take it off of somebody—you know. And that’s
how my reputation started. | stopped the graffiti
thing and | went into gang-bustin’.

Gang life offered Tito a platform from
which to develop his leadership skills. His ini-
tial motivation to become organically involved
was to avoid victimization without having to re-
treat from public space and social interaction.

| had the fear of going out of my block to
anotherblock by myselfbecause | didn’twantto
getmy ass kicked by anothergang. Youunder-
stand where I'm coming from?

Because back in them days a man would
measure his manhood by how he used his
hands. [Absentmindedly fiexing his biceps) So
what|did was | started my owngang. Iwas really
good with my hands. See how itworks... lwas
inthe boxing team.

Sowhat | did was. all the guys that | knew;
that! feltcomfortable with; that knew | could tell
whattodo; butwhoweren'tpunks... So allthese
guyswhodidn'twantmetobeatthemup, right.
became the Court Jesters—righthere inthe pro-
jects. We controiled this building.

| was the self-proclaimed president. I col-
lecteddues. Idid alithatby myself‘cause | want-
edtoputmyselfinthe positionwhere [ could fee!
inpower. youunderstand what!'m saying?

And we became pretty big. We became pop-
ularwiththe girls. And we had our colorson our
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jackets—doin' ourlittle thing—mostly fighting.

DRUG DEALING

Tito was still too young during those
early years of gang fighting to use drugs. In
fact he was disgusted by them, recognizing
their destructiveness on his older peers.

| stayed away fromdrugs atthattime. lknew
what they was doin’. I'm fairly intelligent, so |
came up with this assessment that there's so
many dope fiends in the world today because
the high is so fuckin' good. | realized why allmy
friends became addictedto it. Imean, the high
isgreat. Later| shotheroin onetime, andl can't
evenexplainit, man.

Wellanyway, |wantedto be productive, you
know, | wanted tobe agoodkid. So I thought, |
had achoice: Either | canbe addicted to heroin
and look like my dope fiend friends; orl can get
out of it right then and there and that's what |
chosetodo.

Iwasn’tgonnaletmy decision-making pro-
cess be affected by any kind of mind-altering
substance. | was having fun—bad fun, you
understand?—butin acleansense.

It was merely a question of time, how-
ever, before the logic of the underground econ-
omy's most powerful money-making industry
overwhelmed Tito. Being ambitious, he threw
his lot in with the only growing equal opportu-
nity employer for males in the U.S. inner city.

Butthen we started like dealing drugs. Not
dope[heroin), just reefer. Because dope [heroin)
was stillsomething that you stayed away from.

Sothe shitlike really progressed, and | start-
ed selling reefer right from my house with my
mother, my sisters, and everybody livingthere.
People were coming in my house before they
evenwentto schooltobuy a bag of reefer offme,
and things of that nature.

Andthat'swhere itall started forme. Imean
that shit progressed, because at school | was
dressing a little better than the next guy. The
nextguy was anerd, and |was cool. | had all the
pretty girls.

Iwas intelligent as far as education was con-
cerned, but | was dealing with peer pressure.

The fallout from being a successful street
dealer is to become eventually a substance
abuser. Indeed, it is rare for street dealers not
to use thair product (Bourgois 1995; Dunlap
1992; Williams 1989).
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Two ofthe guysthatwas down with mygang
was smoking reefer. And | seen them. That's
like the firsttime | started fucking with drugs. |
smoked reefer. | started Smoking reefer, reefer,
reefer.

Itstarted progressing. Youknowinthe gang
situation we started finding ourselves in posi-
tions where we had to fight rival gangs, you
know. Andbefore | can like throw my nerves up
tofightsomebody in anotherrival gang, I would
havetobefucked up, youknowwhatI'msaying?
Solwouldn't feel the pain, ok?

And | would win the fight and then I'd feel
really good about myself, so then | would get
high, you know, as a prize.

| started noticing that | had this like violent
tendency within me, man. Iknew one day that it
was goingtolike put me behindbars; you under-
stand whatl'm saying?

I started progressing in the get-high, realty
fucking up man. | started drinking wine. And
wine also made mewild. | started noticing a lot
ofviolent shit withinme. That's how come | don't
drinkwinetoday.

CRIME, VIOLENCE, AND THE
UNDERGROUND ECONOMY

Selling drugs, getting high, and gang-
banging were not enough for Tito. He was
more ambitious, a classic Horatio Alger in
Merton's sociological model of social structure
and anomie:

| wanted better for myself, but you know, |
wasn't going to sacrifice the time. | didn’t want
towork because | feit deservedto be outthere
with my friends so | started sticking-up.

My first experience ever in stickin’ anybody
upwasaYellowCab. | usedtotake the subway
downtown ‘til like 14th Street, jump in the cab
with aloaded pistol, tellthe cabtodrop me off at
120th Street and Park Avenue. And then putthe
fuckin’' gunto the cabbie’s head. totake his little
bit of chump change and cut out. | did that shit
like fuckin' 20 times in a row all by myself.

Itwas apersonal thing. It was really fucked
up because my father at that time was a cab
driver.

You see. my father came from Puerto Rico
with this iron fisttype of rules and regulations, |
whist!e and you come up here or | kickin’ your
ass.” Buthe always had this fear that somebody
would getin his cab and rob him; yetlittie did he
know | was robbin’ his colleagues atthe time.

He whipped me hard ali the time. | mean. |
couldbeinthe park and he whistles and | come
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in aminute late and have my ass whipped. And
I know it. So why come in a minute late at6:00
when | can get the same ass whippin’ at 12
o'clock at night? That's the kind of logic that |
used back then for stayin’in the streets.

Stick-up artists occupy the most dan-
gerous, but high profit. niche of the under-
ground economy. One has to be skilled “and
have heart” to survive in this occupation for
any length of time. Indeed, before expanding
into becoming the leader of a band of armed
robbers specializing in assaulting drug deal-
ers, Tito honed his skills in high school. The
institution that was supposed to be educating
Tito was so out of control that it really did teach
him vocational career skills that rendered him
more successful later in life:

My thing was guns; as a matter of fact. | got
thrown out of Samuel Gompers vocational high
schooifor pulling ahandgun onsome people. !
was about 15. | putthe gunintheteacher's face.
But before the security guards and stuff came
I ran down the stairs and out the back.

Butl really wasn't officially terminated from
the schoo!. | didn'tgoback. Butno other school
would accept me because they didn'tknowwho
the fuck | was. because they still had all my
school records on file at my old school, and |
couldn'tgo back.

Itried a numberof schools. A lot of vocation-
alschools, Westinghouse, Chelsea. Benjamin
Franklin, Julia Richman. They wouldn'ttakeme.

Sowhat happened was this, man: | falsified
some documentation. and | made a fake |.D.,
and | hung out at Richman.

Practically all of East Harlem went to Julia
Richman. | spent 2years in Richman. |swearto
God'Back and forth. in classes and everything.
Theythought Iwas a fuckin’ regular studentbut
they never had me onfile.

Oneday lwentintothe bathroom. There was
abunch ofmorenos—Black kids—andthey were
shooting dice. and | was strapped. i had a gun
onme. Solsaid. “Fuck that shit! [snapping his
fingers)I'mgonna gobackin. andt'm gonna rob
all these motherfuckers.” it was kinda winter
time. and sol boughtone ofthose skicaps from
afriend of mine. and ripped some holes fo.r eyes

Itold my friend. “Don’t let nobody in."lwent
back inthe bathroomwith thatshiton and‘| stuck
all ofthem up-took the dice and everything

| started my owncrapgamein the schoolyard
out back withthe money ook ﬁomt_hgsgdudes
that was in the bathroom shoolin’ dice. 20
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minutes ago.

Like any ambitious son of immigrants in
America, Tito was determined to seize a piece
of the pie. He was not unrealistic, however,
about what institutional pathways were open
to him for upward mobility. Like so many
peoplein the United States—rich and poor—he
invested a large part of his energy into a
materialistic commodity fetishism.

Iknew|wasn'tgoingto graduate from Rich-
man. Don'tgetmewrong, | wanted to be produc-
tive. | wanted to be a standup guy, but it just
didn'twork outthat way. | ended up being a stick-
up kid with no high school diploma or nothing.

I mean, | had the potential to be very, very.
very good. Whateveritis | setmy mind ondoing,
| possess the tools to do it. I'm meticulous,
articulate; I'mpunctual.

Butliked being young with alot of money in
my pocket, you know. | liked wearin’ fancy
clothes: ! liked drivin’ a new car. | liked my
reputation.

This is what!'mtalking aboutwhenlsaylam
aproduct of my community: You see aguy driv-
ingaMaxima, and youwant a Maxima—Did you
know | drive aMaxima now?

It's like if you see a guy standing on the
cornerwith a gotd chain, what incentive do you
have to ever want to go to work legal? If your
neighborcanpullin, inone day, what 'mmaking
in 40 hours of work week. And he can wake up
at 12inthe afternoon. What's the incentive?

| gottired of fuckin’ making chump change
with the cabs, | started getting greedy. So | did
a stickup of a numbers spot. | did it by myself.
| fucked up because it was in Manhattan and
everybody heard aboutit People were saying.
“This young kid got a lot of spunk.”

Lucky me that!didn'trob 'em formuch and
the motherfuckers didnt come looking for me.

But what did happenwas | said to myself.!
gottoputtogetheracrew. So oneday | satdown
with a coupla’ guys and they said yeah.

We fucked our firstjob up and we didn't gt_et
nothing out of it. So then we come up with thu;
suggestior:, "Let'srob drug dealers who dprj t
know whowe are " You know what | m sayin'?
‘tbeats motherfuckers chasingusfor block;.

That's what happened We started robpm'
drug dealers in the Bronx. We was stickin up
corporations. | wouldn twalk in a place with a
loaded handgur knowing there’s four or five
guysinsidewith gunstoo. 59 my ;hmg wastoget
mnside information from dissatisfied workers
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andthen catchthe agency offguard like a sneak
attack situation

Nobody ever seen my face. Nobody knew
who the fuck we was. We always used masks
andfootballjerseys. Eachjersey had anumber
on it. They were see-through fishnet jerseys.
We called each other by the number. We never
called nobody by their names.

lused towalkinto a building with aduffelbag
full of 45 automatics and a sawed-off shotgun—
understand? Nobody knew who the helll was.
Ikeptafootball helmet on top. Everybodyfigured
| was carrying my football equipment.

Andme and my crew neverwalked in togeth-
er. We didn't eventake the elevatortogether.

Two used to go up the stairs; one go this
way; one gothatway; one take thatelevator, the
otherone take that elevator. Dependingonthe
floor we'd meet two floors below. you know.
Everybody put the masks on, and catch the
people off guard.

You know how many people | caught off
guard? [smiling) One thatl rememberreal, real
good, was one ofthe biggest spots inthe Bronx.
I'mnoteven going toname the name because
I don’t want it to go public. They might stillbe
lookin’ forme. 'mtalkin’ about one ofthe biggest
distributors in the Bronx. They had a set up of
video cameras and walkie-talkies.

|talked to a coupla’ guys whoworked atthe
corporation. They got this feelingthatthey were
being shafted. Sowhat happened wasthey got
me all the information as far as what time the
placewas open; whatkeys openwhat; whatlock
is this; what lock is that; the back way out; the
front way out; you know whatI'mtryin’to say...

This conversation, which | was tape-
recording in my tenement living room opposite
Tito’s high-rise housing project, was inter-
rupted by automatic weapon gunfire. The dis-
tracting noise, however, prompted Tito to reel
off a series of accounts of particularly grisly
hold-ups:

1 did one drug spot one day, where they work-
ed out of two apaitments, A and B. They was
sellin’ drugs out of the apartment B, and the
family lived in apartmentA.

I had my information wrong and | went into
the wrong apartment.

Ihadthe whole family there. | had the grand-
mother. the mother, the son, the nephew. every-
body tied up. And | couldn’t find the drugs so
hadto grabthe mother. This lady was so loyalto
her husband, who ownedthe place. that!hadto
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put adagger to her neckand actually draw blood
before she would tell me where the drugs were
at.

| probabty would have killed her | hada nasty
reputation, and | had togetwhat| wanted atthat
time.

Itwasn'ttilll drewbloodthat she gave methe
keys to the next apartment. Okay, then inside
the next apartment. while we was packin’ shit
up, there's people knockin’ on the door, wantin’
to buy drugs.

So | started lettin’ ‘em in; tyin’ em up; and
takin'theirmoney, theirjewelry, and everything.
This was right across the street from the police
precinct, in broad daylight; like 4:00inthe after-
noon, in a housing project.

| knew stick up crews all over the city, Brook-
lyn.Bronx, Manhattan, Queens. Wewouldtrade
information. { even know guys that tried to stick
my organization up.

| reminded myself that Tito was only a
teenager during this eventful money-making
period of his life and | asked him how he man-
aged to trust the fellow members of his stick-
up crew. | expected to hear a classic gang
litany about homeboy solidarity—the kind of al-
most touchy-feely love/bonding that gang
members in California or the Southwest revel
in communicating to outsiders. | was wrong.
Tito did not trust his crew. He controlled them
through violent intimidation. Indeed, the extra-
ordinary levels of interpersonal violence on
inner-city streets which appear to be expres-
sions of psychopathological dysfunction to
outside observers are, in fact, functional in the
criminal economy. Public displays of brutality
are away ofinvesting in one’s human capital—
building one's credibility—when one seeks up-
ward mobility in the underground economy
(Bourgois 1989):

Theywere alotolderthanme. If you can be-
lieveit, Iwas about 15—, 16—at thetlime. And
these guys were in their early 20's. But | gave
them the attitude that | had nothing to lose.

1gave up the sense that | was a littie mentally
disturbed. youunderstandwhati'msayin’. The
things that! did, noteverybody would do. It got
towhere [ just about chopped off a guy's hand
for a fucking diamond ring.

Sometimes | don't know what it is with me.
but | intimidate people. As a matter of fact. it's
surprising thatwe can sit here and talk because
mostpeople are re allyintimidated when they
don‘tknowme personally.
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Idothings spontaneously. Mybiggestasset
is | canbe dangerous when | smile [grinning at
me widely]. And people don'tknowthat. Solcan
laugh and still fuck you overatthe sametime. A
lotta people considerme tobe crazy.

So | left them to believe that | was a little
crazy, so, you know...what | said went. They
neverdisrespected me. | had anasty reputation.

SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND SELF-
DESTRUCTION

A side effect of being efficient at mobiliz-
ing violence and excelling as a leader in the
underground economy is that one falls prey to
the ideology of “respect”. Tito was not able to
do anything productive with his illicitly gener-
ated money besides cultivate a street reputa-
tion. His universe for excelling and for channel-
ling his career ambitions was confined by the
opportunity structures engulfing his inner city
streets and his gang/crew-bounded network of
friends.

liked being a stick-up artistbecause itgave
me areputation. | had money but nobody knew
where | was getting my money from.

Iwas livingwith my motherinthe projects but
lused up alithatmoney. It's obvious thatiwasn't
really mentally business orientated. None of us
were because ifwe hadbeenwe'dprobably be
on top ofthe world today.

I'dcome tothe park with a stack of money in
my pocket and I'd see 15 of my friends sittin’
down doin’ nothing. I'd say, “Come on, let'sgo
to the movies.” I'd pay for all the cabs, the
movies and then cocaine and reefer. We was
smokin’ pounds of reefer.

Titc was a workaholic and deeply re-
spected his mother as much as heresented his
father. In another setting he might not have
ended up so violent on the street. He desper-
ately wanted his mother to recognize him as
hard-working, but he was also determined to
develop the skills necessary for success in the
underground economy.

But! neverwanted my mcthertobelieve that
}was actually doing the things that she heard |
was doin’ so | got a job working at La Marketa
full-time. 40 hours a week.

Butlwouldn'tleave my house withouta gun.
When everybody was gone, lusedto bring out
the big Webster dictionary—that it took my father
18 months to pay for—and putit atthe end ofthe
hall; and lused to sit atthe otherend: and | used
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to shootthe gun.
That's whatlwoulddo. That'show lused to
deal withmy free time.

Since he excelled at everything within
his reach and had too much energy to keep off
the streets, it was only a question of time be-
fore Tito began abusing the drugs that flood
U.S. inner cities. Youths embracing street cul-
ture often bond with one another around drugs.
It is almost impossible to escape them. Drugs
are so accessible they become normalized—
almost a rite of passage. For example, even at
the time of this conversation, some dozen
years after the fact, Tito could not resist being
proud of the unpredictable wildness of his
drug-abusing days. It was almost as if the ex-
tent of his self-punishment through drugs was
proof to him of his superior mind and body.

| did favors for people. They owed me, but|
didn't want money, because | had just got a
stack of money, so my compensation was. “|
wantyoutogive meget-high”. They usedtogive
me get-high.

twas on cocaine and then Iwas introduced
to ange! dust. | don't know what the fuck at-
tracted me to that shit. man. | started abusing
angeldustand | became very violent.

| don't know what it is with me physically.
Biologically, I'm supposed to be fuckin’ dead'
With alithis shitthat | done to myself, you know.

Imean, I'm 31 years old and | drank as much
liquoras anybody else outthere. 'mtalkin’ about
drinking bum-fucking cheap wine, from 9 o'clock
inthe morning, man. to 12 midnight, for fuckin’
yearsin arow!

Butmy insides feel great. | don'tknow what
the fuck they look like. But they feel great.

| smoked so much fuckin’ dust; | sniffed so
much cocaine thatmy nose is supposedto have
holes in it and my brain is supposed to have
meited.

Butit's not. | feel great.

Mainstream U.S. society easily dismiss-
es Tito as an abnormal psychopath. This kind
of normalizing psychological reductionist in-
terpretation however, obfuscates the social
processes that produce Tito's violence an_d
self destruction. He was simply pursuing his
realistic options to their logical extremes.
Through his violence and substance abuse he
was living up to his fullest potential within the
universe of his street-bounded logic, common
sense, and personal community:
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Ican actually go back tothe night when 1 kill-
edthis guy, because 'l neverforget it. It's what
1 did ten years in jail for.

Ireally didn't have no reason for doingit, be-
cause|had already almostbeatthe fuckin' dude
todeath. Therewas noreason forme to put four
orfive slugsin him. Butl did it anyway, because
Iwanted to do it. | was high on angel dust.

He had robbed me earlierthat evening. He
put a double sawed-off shotgun to my face. |
was sel'inga bunch of cocaine and lhad awhole
bunch of jewelry and he took it all.

| saw him laterthat night when | wentto the
bodega [corner grocery store] to get my girla
fuckin’ Three Musketeers candy bar. He started
running. I chased him. I stopped him. | had him
againstthe wall.

Ibeatthe shitout of this kid. Not with my fists
butwith a handgun. | mean | hitwith the gunin
his fuckin’ face about 20 different times.

The kid was on his knees begging. The
motherfuckerwas crawling away fromme when
Ishothimfivetimes. So!didn'treally haveto do
it.

PRISON

Since the 1970s (1973-1993) the size of
the U.S. prison population has increased ten-
fold (Melossi, Lettiere 1997; Tonry 1995). In-
deed, since the end of the Cold War, what
could be called a “criminal industrial complex”
has emerged as the primary recipient of gov-
ernment subsidy in the United States. With the
whittling away of the already rickety social
welfare safety net in the United States, and its
replacement by a wellfunded police drag net,
public policy has focused on criminalizing
poverty. Prisons have become a primary so-
cializing institution for increasingly large co-
horts of inner-city males.!

Prison didn't slow me down. At first, | just
learned to be a better criminal. | was doin’ the
same thingin jail that | was doin’ in the streets:
! had a bunch of assholes following me; and |
would tellthemto rob this guy, orthat guy for his
sneakers—justso | could wearthemn. Or, "l like
that shirt his girifriend brought him. Take his
shirt!” Or, “This guy just came off the visit, man,
hegota’ ass fulla' drugs: Take himtothe bath-
room and make him shit. Take his drugs.”

Iwas allaboutworrying about how clean my
sneakers were, and if my pants were sewed,
andironed, and pressed correctly. My shirtwas
presser to impress...who? A bunch of nobod-

1es.
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I used to catch motherfuckers in the path.-
roomwhentheyjustcame fromavisitand Iknew
they had drugs up their ass. | ysed to put a
motherfuckin’ home-made shank [knife] in
peoples’ fuckin’ necks while they was shittin' sq
they could shittheirdrugs out. Right there in the
gym bathroomwith the fuckin’ population of 200
inmates runnin’ around—policethere andevery-
thing.

My thing was like, man, if | can get-overin
here where 'mguarded 24 hours aday, they'll
never catch me in New York.

| stabbed motherfuckers. | sliced mother-
fuckers. The only thing | didn’t do was kill any
motherfuckers.

leven took one of the men | stabbed to the
infirmary. They locked me up in the box—which
is considered solitary confinement—for investi-
gation, as far as that stabbingis concemed. But
| had a witness that said | didn't do it.

Unlike most inmates Tito changed his
life direction in prison. First he had to quit
drugs.

When | was incarcerated | did even more
drugsthanwhatlwasdoingoutonthe streetbe-
cause was holding people up—Ihad a crewin
there too—and my girlwas bringing me cocaine.
Ibecame addictedto cocainewhen Iwas incar-
cerated.

Injail, you smuggle drugs in balloons which
you swallow and then shitthemout. One day, |
was inthe visiting roomwith mygirl, and she had
brought some lcose cocaine along with three
balloon-fulls.

I snorted the loose cocaine inthe back of the
visiting room and then | couldn't swallowthe bal-
loonswhenitcametimetoleave so I stuffed‘'em
...youknow... [pointing to his rear).

Soassoonas|wentbacktomycelllsaton
the toilet and letthe balloons out. But | was al-
ready so fuckin’ high that | flushed the toiletby
mistake.

That'swhen|knew | was hooked, because
' stuck my motherfuckin' hand up to here [point-
ing to his shoulder] in that toilet bowl.

I mean, that's when it actually hit me and |
knew | had to do something that would change
my life. |had to make a decision. Imean, "What
the fuck are you doin’, man? You got half your
fuckin’ arm stuck in the toilet bowl. You're
fucked. You have to make a decision: either
you're going to stay fucked up or you're going to
change.”

So | decided tostartgoing todrug programs.
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In away, jailworked out for me.

Tito was lucky that he had access to
education in prison:

| met up with this guy whowas a lot older than
me. He's already beenintherelike 15years. He
told me, “You got leadership qualities. Yougoin'
tobein here foreverif you don'ttake advantage
oftheir college program™—they'd given me three
extrayears forextortion. “Geta high school di-
ploma. | been keepin’ myeye onyou.”

Atfirst | was like, “Why you keepin' an eye
onme? You a faggot or something?”

Butthen, | listened. He told me, "I gotallthis
educationundermybeltin here. Youtoocanuse
it to your advantage. I'm not even going to go
home. | wish | could give you everything |
learned.”

Finally, | came to the conclusion thatincar-
cerationisn'tthe answer because it's boring and
Iknew I'dbe going back inwhen |went out—just
be arevolving doorif | didn’t take advantage of
the education they hadto offerin jail.

Igotmy G.E.D. and | went to college.

One of the crucial steps in Tito's “re-
form” was overcoming the fear of losing re-
spect in street culture by violating the norms of
masculinity (Connell 1987; Jefferson, Carlen
1996, Messerschmidt 1993):

At first, the bad thing was that all the guys
thatwas goingto college, they had this reputa-
tion thatthey were all fucking geeks, or some-
thing, and | didn't want to fit into that category:
didn’t want to be a sucker; didn't want to be a

geek.

INADEQUATE SOLUTIONS

Immediately upon his release from prison
Tito returned to the underground economy. He
felt like he practically had no choice and went
into drug dealing, marketing his own brand of
heroin:

Whatreally scared me was when I did come
back home, it was like [ never skipped abeat |
was back in the streets in two seconds.

| went out there with this jailhouse altitude
and mentality. You know, the badass in the
neighborhood, attracting people forallthe wrong
reasons untill realized one day itwas going to
getme killed in no time.

| kn2w | possessed the tools that a lot of
people don't possess. | have a high school
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diploma, some college. a sense of purpose, alot
ofexperience, butlwas hindered because of my
pastcriminal history. | had this big wall blocking
infrontof me. ljust couldn'tget through the wall.

Itried to musclein sellingdope onthat corn-
er[gesturing out the window]. | put outmy own
label. | had my own stamp and everything: Ab-
solute—thatwas mybrand name. It was ajoint
venture. | putouta ounce ofdope onthe street.
Ilosta lot of money.

Then I realized | could've fell back into snif-
fing cocaine and shitlike that. [ realized one day
itwas goingto getme killed in notime. lhad my
back againstthe wall.

It was really a completely whole different
atmosphere on the streets thanwhat itused to
be. All my old contacts were nobody. Itwas a
whole newworld outthere. It was all crack—that
goddamndrug.

There's nomore self-respect. Today know-
ing how to use your hands is not even a deter-
minating factor. Nobody wants to fight with their
hands no more. You get a fifteen-year-old kid
pullin’ out a gun on you for lookin’ at him the
wrongway.

Puts fearin my heart because | don't wantto
be killed by no fifteen-year-old kid because of
theway tlooked athim. Alot ofthe kids can’tgive
you no answer why they put a gun to a guy'’s
head. They doin’ it for pleasure to them.

Putitthis way. the streets changed me the
second time around. | had no idea they was go-
ing to be this wild. Case in point: that kid last
week, man, pulled out a gun on four little kids,
shottheminthe head. ‘Cause ofwhat? ‘Cause
ofdisrespect. There’s not thatmuchdisrespect
left in the world. And | already knew what this
kind of future entails: institutions, institutions.
andinstitutions.

The best thing that happened to me then.
was |walkedin here [opening his atTms and smil-
ing at the cramped cinderblock basement of-
fice.]i gotthis like sense of belonging because
they [pointing to the director ofthe programat a
desk in the far corner of the office] generally
have beenthroughthe thingsthatibeenthrough.

Sothey satme down. We talked. They look-
ed atwhatlhadto offer. They didn'tgive me this
runaround bullshit story because of my past and
things of that nature. They felt that t did have
something to offer. They decided it was like.
“Yo.what's more best foryouisto give back into
your community due to the fact that you was
born and raised here, and this is your past.”

They got me ajob as a counselorinadrug
treatment program. Thatwasthe bestthing that
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ever happened to me. | became a supervisor
overthere: practically ranthe program. Butthen
|became discontentwith it. They nevergave me
no pay raise. | felt | was being used.

So after a year and some change, | came
back over here and they hired me as a job
counselorand now [ been ayear here

The institution that was giving meaning
1o Tito's life by allowing him to help people like
himself could not overcome the structural
marginalization of its community. Ironically,
much of their counseling work serves to legiti-
mize U.S. blame-the-victim ideology. Building
on Foucault (1963, 1980) we can understand
this well-meaning, socially liberal, self-help
{(up-by-your-bootstraps) institution as a front
line administrator of the “normalizing gaze”
that forces the socially marginal to confess
and internalize their deficiencies. The boot-
camp-style harangues of the job training semi-
nars where each individual confesses his or
her powerlessness in front of unemployment
serves to discipline recalcitrant workers into
accepting boring, low-paid service jobs. Those
who resist and/or drop out of the program are
often sufficiently humiliated by the confession-
al forum of the job training seminars to suspect
that they really are poor and unemployed be-
cause of their own individual shortcomings.

Itis easy to critique the premise of psy-
chologically motivating—or even manipulating
—desperately poor people to accept their sub-
ordination in inadequately remunerated entry-
level labor markets. The problem, however, is
10 develop an alternative in the short-term, or
even in the long-run, that provides structurally
oppressed people with the opportunity to exer-
cise their agency productively. Despite the
emancipatory faith of theorists and practitio-
ners in the field of critical pedagogy (Ellsworth
1989), educational institutions are not a real-
istic forum for addressing the overwhelming
problems faced by the crack dealers, addicts,
and gang bangers taking refuge on inner city
streets—especially when the number of chil-
dren living in poverty doubled from 1968-1994
(Business Week 1994: Rainwater 1994). While
the notion of building one’s cultural capitaf
'‘Bourdieu, Wacquant 1992) with detcrmined
hard work—i.e., obtaining a GED or learning
how to dress and manipulate eye contact dur.
ing a job interview—is appealing, this subsi-
dized up-by-your-bootstraps approach wil|
never get drug dealers off of inner-city streets
so long as the real value of the minimum wage
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continues to decline and income gaps widen
(San Francisco Chronicle 1996; United Na-
tions Development Program 1996). In fact,
failing at these motivational achievement pro-
grams reconfirms the contradictory celebratory
rejection of mainstream society--tinged with a
profound sense of self-blame--and individual
failure that most addicts and criminals already
carry in their hearts.

Tito's ongoing tenuous survival in the
legal world is a case in point of the internaliza-
tion of these larger structural dynamics. He
represents a best-case scenario of the poten-
tial of individual agency and up-by-your-boot-
straps recovery. Despite his motivation, ex-
citement, and idealism, however, he remains
proudly trapped in the projects. He still lives in
his mother's high rise apartment on a corner
that is famous for being a hub for wholesaling
angel dust. Most of his adolescent friends are
either dead, in jail, or making large sums of
money selling drugs. Meanwhile he earns
legal "chump change” as a “motivational train-
er” charged with persuading the neighbors
and youths on his block to accept poorly-paid
service-sector jobs in the white world down-
town.

Indeed, Tito's hold on legal stability has
proved not only personally painful. but also
tenuous. Despite insisting—orperhaps because
of insisting—that, “Nothing stops me from get-
ting what | want.” Tito spiraled every few
months on weekend-long binges of alcohol
and interpersonal violence, usually precipita-
ted by arguments with his lover or by run-ins
with disrespectful acquaintances. He would
return to work hung-over, or with a fresh black
eye—buton time—onMonday mornings to ha-
rangue boot-camp-style the unemployed men
and women in his cramped basement class-
room, reproducing the All-American lie: "Any
one of you can make it out there. You just gotta
believe in yourself.” Indeed, tragically, as this
article goes to press Tito continues to live the
All-American lie. He was finally fired from his
job for his ongoing alcoholism and substance
abuse and is recycling himself through the
criminal justice system.
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ND NOTES

California pioneered the U.S. strategy for crim-
inalizing poverty through massive rates of incar-
ceration. The institutional stability and social
density of criminal networks in prison allowed
forthe emergence of highly structured, ethnicity-
based corporategangs thatreach deepintothe
everyday activities ofthe underground economy
oninner city streets—hence the Mexican Mafia
(/la em'e), the Aryan Brothers, and the Black
Guerrilla Family. The northeastem U.S. states
followed overadecadelaterwiththe emergence
in the 1990s of the prison-based Latin Kings.
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